Health problems result from many interacting factors involving the patient, the environment, and the pathological agent. These three components are affected by genetics, tradition, politics, economy, demography, medical services, epidemiology, history, geography, science, technology, and education. To understand our present and predict our future, we must review history (I).
Historical Perspective
Medicine has a story parallel to humanity. In the beginning, medical attention was given from one person (the tribal priest) to another (the patient) in a very simple and direct form, generally on an empiric basis. Various herbs and religious rituals were used for patient treatment. Today, medicine is highly scientific and sophisticated, and involves multidisciplinary groups that give both direct and indirect attention to the patient.
During the 15th century, important health changes among the pre-Hispanic population resulted from the discovery of the Americas and the conquest of the natives. The traumas of war and new diseases (e.g., pox, measles, cholera, typhus) introduced by the invaders have been estimated to have reduced the indian population to 30% in less than 80 years. Life expectancy during that period was less than 30 years. After the submission ofthe native cultures, the Roman Catholic Church took charge of the medical care of the population through "ecclesiastic hospitals." During the 20th century, we can clearly appreciate that health does not depend solely upon the improved quality of hospitals created in the larger cities of the Third World. These institutions are advanced, multidisciplinary, highly technological medical centers-many of them resemble the best hospitals of Europe and the United States. More important to good health care are higher education, good nutrition, a clean environment, and better economic conditions.
Advances in
Alvin Toffler, author of The Third Wave (2) , teaches in a very clear way that we all evolve from an agricultural, to an industrial, and finally to a technological society. Total humanity is living simultaneously in the three eras. This philosophy has implications for each aspect we wish to approach-demography, economy, environment, pathology, and of course, education. First World countries are moving rapidly toward the technological society, while the Third World "developing countries" are moving slowly from the agricultural to the industrial era. The differences in their movements are increasing and the gap is getting wider. Mexican data (Secretaria de Industria y Comercio) in Tables J  and 2 , and Figures J and 2 illustrate how progress and evolution have increased the lifespan of our population but have not solved our problems (3).
Current demography in Mexico includes better life expectancy and birth control programs. Mortality has been greatly reduced as a result of many factors. Pathology reveals a decrease in infectious diseases as well as advances in the treatment ofdegenerative diseases (i.e., coronary heart disease and diabetes). An increase in accidents is typical of an industrial society. Unfortunately, the economy, the for- The basic tools of informatics are: hardware (personal computers, modems, telephone lines, radio waves, fiberoptics, networks, satellites, macrocomputers, printers, etc.) and software (electronic mail, bulletin boards, data bases, spreadsheets, and synchronic and asynchronic conferences) for use with hardware. The use of informatics focuses on reducing the gaps be-tween theory and practice, needs and resources, and technology and philosophy. Health is affected positively on three levels-medical care, medical education, and medical research.
Medical care
The time has passed when one doctor could attend and solve one patient's problems. Modem medicine is practiced by multidisciplinary groups. Informatics cannot solve problems by itself, but it can aid in accessing resources to information on drugs, vaccines, and medical procedures. Good decisions are based upon accurate information. The multidirectional communication processes available with computers can help in the decision-making process (Figure 3) (5) .
Education
Computers are unable to transmit experience, knowledge, wisdom, or philosophy. However, they are valuable tools for transmitting basic levels of information. Although the sharing of information is necessary for educa- tion, the cost of accessing centralized data bases or acquiring medical journals and books makes these resources less available in Third World countries.
Research
Basic and epidemiological research potential can be realized through the accuracy and speed of informatics. Multi-national, multi-disciplinary scientific groups with a common interest can now exchange data. Worldwide health problems such as the spread of AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome) prove the need for sharing medical research information.
How Can Informatics Be Used to Deal with Health Problems in Mexico?
The following are suggestions for using information technologies to improve health care in Mexico:
• Using informatics extensively as a tool to exchange information through data bases such as MEDLINE and National Institutes of Health in the United States and other advanced countries
• Seeking expert medical consultation with physicians in other areas to enhance patient care
• Reducing conference travel costs and time by linking groups ofexperts via communications networks
• Exploring ways to use informatics technology for connecting health care personnel in rural and remote areas of Mexico with knowledgeable experts located in metropolitan areas
We must try to achieve parallel development between technology and human evolution. As technology produces sophisticated machines and instruments, human beings must adapt. This development has been called "co-evolution," setting forth a fundamental concept that the human component should never be diminished. The Mexican health care community must experiment with and promote the use of various informatics technologies to achieve quality health care for all.
